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If You Only Knew

John 4: 7-10; 39-43

A week or so ago Eileen and I went to a Chinese

restaurant in Dubuque and this is what Eileen's fortune cookie

told her. "You will very soon achieve perfection". I was

moderately surprised, and have been watching her very closely

ever since. I regret to report, "Not yet". And if it is
Wju

perfection you are looking for here at this conference, you have

come to the wrong conference. I am not going to be talking about

perfection this evening. I want to speak about renewal, which is

a very different thing.

My text is summed up in two phrases from the 4th

chapter of the Gospel of John. "If you only knew who it is that

asked you for a drink..." (vs. 10); and "I am the Messiah" (vs.

26). The chapter is about a woman and a man and the water in

the well. The woman was something less than an ideal woman, and

the man was much more than an ideal man, and the water, well, the

water in the well finally led to the waters of renewal^ For

renewal begins in many ways. There in Samaria it began with

water, but however it may begin, all its paths must lead to the

right answer to the question the woman at the well forgot to ask

Jesus. She forgot to ask him, " Who are you?"

All they talked about at first was water, ordinary,

common well water. You remember how when Jesus came into Samaria

that day on his way to Galilee, he was thirsty and asked a

Samaritan woman for water. And she thought she already knew who

he was, a Jew, so she said, "Why ask me for a drink. You're a

Jew. I'm a Samaritan." Which was of course a perfect opening

for a rousing sermon on the sins of racism. But Jesus, who so

often surprises us with the unexpected, spoke to her instead



about renewal. If that disappoints you, and you begin to think,

"But that's dodging the issue", read on and see what Jesus did

about the race question in Samaria. He attacked it head on,

first by dealing with the imperative of renewal, of personal

change, and then by doing something about it. He decided to stay

and live in that center of racist hate for two days. And when he

left, those anti-Jewish Samaritans said about this Jew, "He is

the Saviour of the world." Jesus never dodged an issue in his

life

.

You see Jesus began with a question even more

important than the race question, not what color, what race am I,

but "Who am I?" It was the question she forgot to ask. And he

said, "If you only knew.." The answer to the question she

forgot to ask is the beginning of the answer to all our questions

for until we know who He is, there are no final answers. Until

then there is no end to racism; until then there is no peace, no

deliverance from sin, no power, no growth, and no rest for the

weary; only the always unfulfilled hopes of our thirsty,

unrenewed humanity. Jesus said, "Drink of the well water," and

you will be thirsty again. But if you knew who it was who just

asked you for a drink, and asked him for a drink instead, you

could drink and never be thirsty again." " If you only knew..."

How important it is to know to whom we are talking and

what we should be talking about. A friend of ours, a missionary

to Korea, retired to Scotland after World War II. He lived with

his wife near a country chapel and on Saturdays his wife used to

bring flowers to prepare the sanctuary for the Sabbath services.

One Saturday as she went to open the chapel she found three

people were already there, three women. They were gathered

around the organ. The older woman was playing hymns, and two

younger ones were leaning over her shoulder looking at the hymnal

and singing with her. It was rather dark in the chapel, and Mrs.

Macrae couldn't quite see who they were but she didn't think it

right for strangers to be making themselves so much at home

without permission, so she went up and said, "I don't think I

know you, do I?" And the older woman turned around and said.



"Oh, I think you probably do." And as the light fell on her face

Mrs. Macrae recognized the Queen Mother. The two younger women

were Queen Elizabeth and Princess Margaret. They had walked over

from the summer castle of Balmoral nearaby. And Mrs. Macrae

stammered, and almost dropped the flowers in an unrehearsed

attempt at a very low curtsy. Everything changed when she knew

who they were.

But the greatest change^ comes when we know who Christ

is. Renewal is in Christ , but the woman by the well didn't know

who he was, so nothing changed. She had her own well water.
a-

She didn't know she needed more. She had her Samaritan

Pentateuch. She didn't know she needed the gospel. She was

satisfied with her ancestors, especially Jacob. She didn't know

she needed Jesus. So she didn't think she needed renewal... and

above all she didn't want a Jew to tell her so.

I know Presbyterians a little like that. We don't like

being told we need renewal. Even when I know better, there are

times I act very much like the woman at the well. I'm so proud

of our church and our great Presbyterian heritage, and I think

our form of government is the best and fairest of any

ecclesiastical system I know, but I've discovered that to some

people that attitude makes me look as though I thought more of

the church and its councils than of the One who is above all

assemblies and councils, Jesus Christ, the only Head of His

Church. We Presbyterians often say we always need reforming;

we always need renewing too. We need to walk daily with the One

who "leads us beside the still waters; who restores [who renews]

our souls".

For almost 40 years now more or less, like the children

of Israel, we have been wandering through a dry and thirsty land.

We are declining in numbers, (we lost 40,000 members last year;

by contrast, the Presbyterian Church of Korea gained 90,000, and

that was in only one of Korea's Presbyterian denominations). We

are declining in influence, declining in financial stability and

missionary outreach, and I am afraid that a great part of our



American Presbyterian problem is that we are declining in that

most elusive, most indefinable, yet most important sphere of all,

a sphere I find hard to label in this secularized culture of

ours. Call it the spiritual. Even the polls show that

Presbyterians speak with less and less conviction and more and

more evasion about the things that are eternal , about the promise

of the waters of eternal life. And Jesus says to us, what he

said to the woman at the well, "If only you knew..."

Forty years is enough; it's the proper Biblically

precedented time for desert wandering. Enough is enough. It is

time to leave the desert behind and cross through the waters of

Jordan into the Promised Land. It is high time for renewal.

But did you see the letter to the editor in one of

our Presbyterian magazines a few weeks ago? It was a quite

appropriate call to all of us to be less self-righteous and more

loyal and connected as Presbyterians, but as it came out in print

it sounded more ecclesiastically fundamentalist than the writer

may have intended. He wrote,

"I am not at all pleased that the moderator .. and
stated clerk of the General Assembly .. are lending
their names and presence to a 'call to renewal'
conference .. in [St. Louis]. Rather than appearing
before those who would repudiate the very foundations
of our Presbyterian heritage, they should be out
among the people.. that are maintaining the connectional
strength of our denomination.." (Outlook, Feb. 20, 1989)

The man is absolutely right about maintaining the

connectional strength of our denomination. That is one of the

principal reasons why we are here, because we are connectional

Presbyterians and want to stay that way. Representative,

participatory connectionalism is a principle of government that

is one of the Presbyterian church's finest contributions to

American democracy. But beware of turning into fighting,

ecclesiastical fundamentalists about it. In the structures of

the church of Jesus Christ, connectionalism without renewal is

like tying one dead dog to another.

The woman at the well was connected, and the connection



meant a great deal to her. She was better connected, she

thought, than those proud southern Israelites in Jerusalem, for

like all Samaritans she traced her connections from Samaria

straight back to Jacob, not through Judah, but through Joseph,

the greatest of Jacob's sons. "This is Jacob's well," she said.

"It's ours". She was well connected. And Jesus simply said,

"It's the wrong connection."

Well, you know he didn't say it quite that way. What

Jesus said to the woman didn't deny the importance of the

connection. Rather, he pointed her to a higher connection.

Jacob? Fine! "But if you only knew who I am... "

The primary connection is not organizational. ^ We need

organization. It's like the well water, and of course we need

it. But the life-giving dynamic in the Christian connection is

the "living water", the gift of God through the Spirit that

brings us into union with Jesus Christ. There is nothing

unPresbyterian about that. It's in the Shorter Catechism on

which generations of us were raised. I can still repeat the

rolling phrases, but I won't, except for a part which describes

renewal, though it does not call it that:

"[It] is the work of God's Spirit, whereby, convincing
us of our sin .. and renewing our wills, he doth persuade
and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered
to us in the gospel." (Q. 31)

The words fit the conversion experienceThe words fit the

conversion experience also, but there is more to it than

conversion. Calvin knew about sudden conversions. That's how

he once described his own, "God by a sudden conversion, subdued

my mind and made it teachable.." (commentary on the Psalms,

introduction) . But he is very clear that the work of the Holy

Spirit is a work in us that does not stop with conversion, nor

is it to be confused with "joining the church". It is renewal.

It is a "calling", a continuing work, a renewing change. The

catechism calls it an "embracing of Christ", not a quick shaking

of hands, hello and good-bye. It is a taste of the "living

water" offered by Christ to all who will receive it, and that

"living water", says Calvin,



"is the secret energy by which [the Spirit] restores
life in us and maintains and brings it to perfection".
( Commentary on John 4:11)

The "secret energizing" by the Spirit that "restores",

"maintains", and "perfects" our life in Christ. In our Reformed

theology, that is the secret of renewal in Christ. It is God's

work, not ours. With all Calvin's love of order, his insistence

on a rational and systematic theology, and his confidence that

the church can be reformed with proper attention to theology and

ecclesiastical discipline, Calvin was very careful to give

precedence to the quickening of life renewed at the "ever-flowing

fountain" of the Holy Spirit .

But in the careful balance which is our Presbyterian

heritage in theology, the human factor always plays a part.

However much the initiative belongs to God's grace, the exercise

of that grace in the processes of renewal is very much a human

obligation. Calvin, surrounded as he was by the towering peaks

of the French and Swiss Alps, speaks of it in terms of climbing

higher. "It behooves the godly mind to climb still higher, to

the height to which Christ calls his disciples.." (On Matt.

16; 24). Renewal, you see, is the believer in Christ, climbing

higher to Christ, by the power of the Spirit of Christ.

"Climb higher", says Calvin. But how? If anyone

should have known the complete impossibility of climbing higher

by ourselves, Calvin should. This is how one of his French

biographers describes him:

"His circulation was out of order. . His toes were swollen
with gout. Chronic rheumatism forced him to hobble about
dragging his right leg.. He had stones in his kidneys.,
difficulty in breathing. He spat blood. He was regularly
shaken by spasms of fever.." (Albert-Marie Schmidt,
Calvin, p. 71 f.)

There were days when he could barely climb up the steps to his

high pulpit. But he said "Climb higher".

How can we? Certainly not simply by wanting to, or by

wishing it. Above all we won't do it by reassuring each other

that we don't have to "climb higher", that we don't need renewal.



If by ourselves we are not able to find renewal, as our Reformed

faith tells us; if renewal is in Christ, and by the Spirit, how

do we do any climbing? Do we just lie back and float. Not in

Reformed theology! The answer is in another central teaching

of our Reformed faith, namely, that renewal comes through the

"proper and faithful use of the outward and ordinary means of

grace". There are three of them: Word, Sacraments and Prayer;

and perhaps because there is nothing new and startling about

being told to read the Bible, and attend communion, and pray, we

don't really pay too much attention to any of them any more. But

that is, in large part, what Presbyterians mean by "climbing

higher" in the Christian life. It's in the Catechism (Q. 88

ff.). But we don't pay much attention to the Catechism any more,

either, do we. I wonder how we can expect to remain

Presbyterian without the catechism to teach us at least the

beginnings of a theology of renewal.

The most important of those three "outward and

ordinary" means of grace is the Word of God the Bible. That

was certainly true in Calvin's life. His discovery of the Bible

came before his conversion and was almost as sudden. He

remained a classicist far closer to the Renaissance than the

Reformation, until he became fascinated as a scholar by the work

of Erasmus, the greatest humanist of the times. Erasmus was

engaged in uncovering the original Greek text of the New

Testament, and once Calvin found the New Testament, for the rest

of his life he was both intellectually and spiritually constantly

renewed by Scripture. In a popular English edition his Bible

commentaries alone fill 48 volumes, and in Geneva he preached and

lectured from Scripture texts every day.

But I have had Korean Presbyterians who don't know us

very well though they watch us very closely, say to me, "You

American Presbyterians pay more attnetion to your Book of Order

than you do to the Bible." It is not true. But if we give that

impression we had better be careful, and the answer is not to

throw away the Book of Order but to recover our Reformation



emphasis on the primacy of Scripture, the first of "the ordinary

means of grace".

The second of the means of grace is the Sacraments .

Evangelicals are rather weak here. I was born and bred low-

church, not much of a sacramentarian . But it is the sacramental

that brings the whole church into the processes of renewal
, and

keeps that process from becoming idiosyncratically personal. In

the sacraments of the church connectionalism comes alive and

rescues the renewed from schism and heresy. Even Bible study, if

it remains a solitary pursuit, unchecked and unconfirmed by the

whole fellowship of believers, can end in disaster. Korea has

given us a fearful example of that. The Rev. Moon Sun-Myung

and his Unification Church, rudely called "Moonies" (which is

not a good way to speak of them) , quote the Bible copiously in

all their training materials. But when Mr. Moon cut himself off

from the church, how shockingly he began to misinterpret the

Bible. He cut down the Jewish Christ as a failure. He began to

believe that he could be a better Christ; and at one time, I have

heard, he suggested that his third wife might be the Holy Spirit.
" If he only knew... " Christians need the whole church and the

unifying, renewing, confirming strength of the sacraments.

The third means of grace is prayer. "The principal

exercise of our faith is prayer," said Calvin. ( Sermons . Matt.

26: 40-5) But if he were to come back today to check up on his

churches of the Reformed tradition, I think he'd climb back into

his high pulpit to tell us in his understated but intense way

that we need more exercise. Affluent, sophisticated, mainline

Christians that we are, we talk about prayer sometimes as if it

were an unseemly. Pietist escape route from responsible Christian

confrontation with the real world. Maybe that's part of our

Presbyterian problem. We leave prayer to the Nazarenes and

Pentecostals and Baptists. But Calvin married a Baptist,

remember? That's not an unforgiveable sin. He married a



praying Baptist, and Calvin has more to say about prayer than

most Presbyterians realize.

Let me mention a few of the high points. You can find

them and many more in two very handy little volumes of selections

from Calvin, one edited by John Leith f The Christian Life l . the

other by William Keesecker ( A Calvin Reader l . I'll paraphrase

what Calvin says:

First, he says, be simple. Don't try to be
eloquent. Pray through Christ, he says, for He is
our only mediator. Be worshipful, not demanding, not
always asking God to do things for us. Be regular;
remember that Daniel set aside three regular times a
day for prayer, not counting his "constant", intermittent
prayers. Count on the undeniable fact that God will
hear your prayer; He promised to. And finally, don't
pray too long, at least in public.

I like that last point. Long prayers are rarely signs of

renewal, and to our critics they are more often taken as signs

of spiritual pride. The word I hear most whispered about us and

about this conference is "self-righteous", and if that label fits

us we are dead. In that connection, we should remember the

parable of the Pharisee and the publican and, in our minds,

apply it more to ourselves, perhaps like this;

Two men—it could just as well be two women—went up to
St. Louis to pray; one an evangelical, the other a con-
cerned observer. And the evangelical prayed a beautiful
prayer. "Lord, I thank thee for all you've done for me.
Thank you for saving me and for making me new. Thank
you for making me a tithing, praying, believing
Presbyterian. Thank you. Lord. Amen". And the observer,
standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes
to heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, "God be
merciful to me a sinner." And the Lord said, "I tell you
this man, not the other, went home renewed."

That short prayer of the publican could bring more

renewal to this conference, and save us from more self-

righteousness than any long, loud criticisms of a church which is

not perfect, and never will be perfect, but which we love very

much. "God be merciful to me a sinner." No one meets the real

Christ without coming face to face with what we“'%^'j sinners.



No road to renewal can ever by-pass the awful reality of personal

sin and the need for repentance.

I hear disturbing echoes in Christian circles of a

theologically empty kind of "Im OK; you're OK" theology that

doesn't ring true. It is not even Presbyterian. It is a

theology of cheap grace and listen to what John Calvin, says

flatly about that:

"Those who under pretext of grace indulge themselves.,
and seek not repentance, cannot flatter themselves
that they are God's people for .. repentance is necessary."
(Comm, on Jer. 24:7)

Jesus didn't say to the woman, "You're OK". He said.

"You're a sinner". He said, "The man you are now living with is

not your husband". But how gentle he was, forthright but gentle.

Some of us, the more earnest we become against sin, the more we

leave love out of our preaching. Not Jesus. Despite all the

woman's anxious attempts to change the subject, he led her to the

question she had been avoiding all along. She had never asked

the most important question in the world, "Who are you?" But

Jesus answered it anyway, "I am the Messiah."

And everything changed. Renewal itself changed. It

turned from the inside toward the outside and became mission.

When the woman saw Jesus for the first time as He really is, she

left her jar of well water, left him talking with his disciples,

and went back into the village with such a piece of good news

that she could no longer keep it to herself. What she said must

have sounded much like what Jesus had said to her. "If you only

knew....!" "If you only knew who it was I've just been talking

to!" The woman who was less than an ideal woman suddenly became

a model for all women, and for all men too for that matter, a

model for evangelism and mission. I know that is an

exaggeration. We don't have enough information about her or

about what happened to her for a sweeping statement like that.

But even in this short account, I do see in her the makings of a

model for mission. In Christ, renewal turns to mission. It has



to. If it ends with ourselves it becomes self-righteousness.

But when it leads out in witness to the world, it bubbles up and

out and forever into eternity. We were once "waterless wells";

in Christ we beome channels for the waters of life, and the bread

of life, and for the joy and hope of life eternal.

I have never lived through an extended famine, even in

Asia where famines are all too fearfully common. But when Eileen

and I were assigned for a while after the Korea war as

missionaries in the hills of southeast Korea we learned something

about famines. A few summers earlier the tanks and fires of war

had so ravaged the valleys and killed or driven away the farmers

that whole areas were left without food. By the time we arrived

the worst was past though a good part of our time was still taken

up with the distribution of relief supplies, and we kept hearing

the pitiful stories of the survivors.

"When there is no food," they said, "the people eat

bark. They strip the trees to eat the bark. And many die. "

So of course we fed them. Bread for the world is part of our

global task. What kind of a Christian mission would it have

been, had we not given bread, real bread to the starving.

Yet as in the meeting at the well, there is something

more to the mission than ordinary bread and water; there is

something that must be said that will carry the mission deeper

into human need, and farther into eternity than well-water and

bread. For that kind of water leaves them thirsty, and the best

food in the world is still bark, until someone says, " If you only

knew. .

"

If Christians won't tell them who will? Who else knows

that Jesus is the renewer, the Christ of the living water, the

Christ who is the "bread of life", and "the only Saviour of the

world? Who else can say to this hungry, thirsty world, " If you

only knew who FHe] is.." , you would never need to thirst again.

Korean Christians are no more perfect than American

Presbyterians, but are far more unembarrassed than most of us

about telling others the good news of the gospel. I have been



challenged over and over again by the contagious,, unashamed,

happy way in which Korean laymen and laywomen speak to anyone who

will listen of the great joy that has come to them in knowing

Jesus Christ.

Otto DeCamp, one of our colleagues in Korea tells of

how he was out in a country church one Sunday examining

candidates for church membership. It isn't always easy to join

a Korean church. You have to learn to read, so you can read

the Bible. You have to memorize the catechism, and thus know

some theology. You have to wait two years, and prove by your

life and by your faithful attendance in worship that you are

serious about being a Christian. One of the candidates that day

was a dear old Korean grandmother, a simple woman. And one of

the catechism questions was "Where is the Lord Jesus today?"

The proper answer to that question in the Korean catechism—to

make sure that those who want to become church members know about

the resurrection, was "He ascended into heaven and is seated at

the right hand of God the Father..." But she gave the wrong

answer. She looked up happily and with a sweet smile said,

"Where is He now? Why he's here in my heart". And they smiled

at her and said, "That's right".

And of course she was right. That's what renewal in

Christ is all about. "You in Christ", and "Christ in you, the

hope of glory" (Col. 1:27). If you know that, don't leave here

telling people, "Look, I'm renewed". That's self-righteousness.

Go back and tell them who Jesus is.

—Samuel Hugh Moffett
St. Louis, Missouri
April 20, 1989



If You Only Knew
John 4: 7-10; 39-43

Renewal begins in many ways, but all its beginnings must end

with the right answer to the question the woman at the well forgot

to ask Jesus. She forgot to ask him, " Who are you?"

All they talked about at first was water, ordinary, common well-

water.

You remember how when Jesus came into Samaria that day on

his way to Galilee, he was thirsty and asked a Samaritan woman for

water. And she thought she already knew who he was, a Jew, so she

said, "Why ask me for a drink. You're a Jew. I'm a Samaritan."

Which was of course a perfect opening for a rousing sermon on the

sins of racism. But Jesus, who so often surprises us with the

unexpected, spoke to her instead about renewal. "If you only knew

who I am", he said, "you'd need never be thirsty again".

"If you only knew.." The answer to the question she

forgot to ask is the beginning of the answer to all our questions,

for until we know who He is, there are no final answers. Until

then there is no peace; there is no power; there is no growth;

there is no rest. Only the always unfulfilled hopes of our

unrenewed humanity. "Drink of the well water, " he said, "and you

will be thirsty again. But if you knew who it was who just asked

you for a drink, and asked him for a drink instead, you could drink

and never be thirsty again." "If you only knew..."

How important it is, all through life, to know who people

really are, to whom we are talking, and what we should be talking

about. A friend of ours, a missionary to Korea, retired to

Scotland after World War II. He lived with his wife near a country

chapel in the hills, and on Saturdays his wife used to bring

flowers and help prepare the sanctuary for the Sabbath services.

One Saturday as she went to open the chapel she found three people

were already there, two girls and a woman. They were gathered

around the organ, and the older woman was playing hymns, while the

two girls leaned over her shoulder and sang with her. It was



rather dark in the chapel, and Mrs, McRae couldn't see who they

were but she didn't think it quite right for strangers to be making

themselves so much at home without permission, so she went up and

said, "I don't think I know you, do I?" And the older woman

turned around and said, "Oh, I think you probably do." And as the

light fell on her face Mrs. McRae recognized the Queen. The girls

were the two princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret. They had walked

over from the nearby summer castle of Balmoral. And Mrs. Macrae

stammered, and almost lost her flowers in an unrehearsed attempt at

a very low curtsy. Everything changed when she suddenly knew who

they were

.

But more important than knowing the Queen is knowing

Jesus. The woman at the well didn't know who He was, and nothing

changed for her until she found out. Until then, she was

satisfied with her own well water. She didn't know she needed

more. She was satisfied with her Samaritan Pentateuch. She

didn't know she needed the gospel. She was satisfied with Jacob.

She didn't know she needed Jesus. She didn't think she needed

renewal

,

Some of us Presbyterians, even when we know better, act

very much like the woman at the well. We're proud of our church

and our Presbyterian system- -rightly so-- but so much so sometimes

that we seem to many people to talk more about our church and

presbyteries and synods and General Assembly than about the One who

is above all assemblies and councils, Jesus Christ who is the only

Head of the church. I've had Korean Presbyterians, newly come to

this country, say to me a little wistfully, "You American

Presbyterians pay more attention to your Book of Order than you do

to the Bible". It's not true, but if we even give that impression

to those who do not yet know us very well, we'd better be careful

and a little less legalistic. Presbyterians are reformed, but we

always need reforming. Presbyterians, I like to think, are renewed

but we always need renewing. We need to walk daily with the One

who "leads us beside the still waters; who restores [who renews]

our souls "

.

For almost 40 years now, like the children of Israel, we



have been wandering through a dry and thirsty land. We are

declining in numbers, declining in prestige, declining in financial

stability and missionary outreach, and I am afraid, we are

declining in that most elusive, immeasurable yet religiously most

important sphere of all, the spiritual. There is no need to

belabor the point and grovel in our misery. Forty years is enough;

it's the proper Biblically precedented time for desert wandering.

But enough is enough. It is time for the showers of blessing

though we do not always find it easy to admit we need them.

[ [ Did you see the letter to the editor in one of our

Presbyterian magazines a few weeks ago. It was a quite appropriate

call to all of us to be less self-righteous and more loyal and

connected as Presbyterians, but in print it came through more

denominationally fundamentalist than the writer probably intended.

He wrote,

"I am not at all pleased that the moderator .. and
stated clerk of the General Assembly .. are lending
their names and presence to a 'call to renewal'

conference .. in [St. Louis] . Rather than appearing
before those who would repudiate the very foundations
of our Presbyterian heritage, they should be out
among the people.. that are maintaining the connectional
strength of our denomination.." (Outlook, Feb. 20, 1989)

The man is absolutely right about maintaining the

connectional strength of our denomination. That is one of the

principal reasons why we are here. Representative, participatory

connectionalism is a principle of government that is one of the

Presbyterian church's finest contributions to American democracy.

But beware of turning into fighting fundamentalists about it. In

the structures of the church of Jesus Christ, connectionalism

without renewal is like tying one dead dog to another.

The woman at the well was connected. Better connected

than those southern Israelites in Jerusalem, she thought, for like

all Samaritans she traced her connections from Samaria straight

back to Jacob through Joseph, the greatest of Jacob's sons. "This

is our father Jacob's well', she said. "He gave it to us himself."

She was well connected. And Jesus simply said, "It's the wrong



connection

.

Well, you know he didn't say it quite that way. What

Jesus said to the woman didn't deny the importance of the

connection. Rather, he pointed her to a higher connection. Jacob?

Fine! " But if you only knew who I am... "

The primary connection is not organizational. That's well

water, and we need it. Bhe life-giving dynamic in the Christian

connection is the "living water", the gift of God through the

Spirit that brings us into union with Jesus

Christ. There is nothing unPresbyterian about that. We used to

call it "effectual calling". It's in the Shorter Catechism on

which generations of us were raised. I can still repeat the

rolling phrases:

"[It] is the work of God's Spirit, whereby,
convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our
minds in the knowledge of Jesus Christ, and renewing
our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace
Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel.

It's not just conversion; it is a "calling", always renewing and

always needing to be renewed.

Calvin, with all his love of order, his insistence on a

rational and systematic theology and his confidence that the church

can be reformed with proper attention to theology and

ecclesiastical discipline, nevertheless was very careful to give

precedence to the warming of the heart by the illuminating work of

the Holy Spirit in renewal.

Writing abouta this same incident of the woman at the

well in his Sermons on the Gospel of John, Calvin says,

"The 'living water' is the secret energy by which [the Spirit]
restores life in us and maintains and brings it to perfection"
(John 4 : 7, 10)

.

There is no mistaking the emphasis on renewal there. And he links

it elslewhere, to an emphasis on prayer. "The principal exercise

of our faith", he says, "is prayer." ( Sermons , Matt. 26: 40-5)

"The principal exercise of faith is prayer"? If so, I'm

afraid if he were to come back today to check up on his churches of

the Reformed tradition, he'd tell most of us we need more exercise.

He sounds like a Pietist, a Baptist. Well, don't forget that he



married a Baptist, and that's not an unforgiveable For any who

still think of Calvin only in terms of his stern theology- -total

depravity and predestination, and all that-- I would make them read

the beautiful passages in which he talks about prayer. They lose

so much in summary, but let me mention a few of the high points.

Be simple, he says. That's better than being eloquent. Pray

through Christ, he says, for He is our only mediator. Be

worshipful; don't just ask God to do things for you. Be regular;

Daniel set aside three times a day for prayer, not counting the

"constant" prayers he was always pouring forth. Remember that God

will hear your prayers; He promised to. And don't pray too long,

at least in public. (See selections in Wm. Keesecker, A Calvin

Reader (1985) pp . 20-28; and John Leith, Calvin on the Christian

Life ( 1986 ) pp . ) .

I like that last point. Calvin must have known our

evangelical weaknesses. We talk too much about prayer, and don't

pray enough, and when we do we pray too long. I wonder also if

perhaps we pray a little too loudly about those whom consciously or

unconsciously we label "unrenewed" . When we pray about renewal

we'd better pray first for ourselves. The word I hear most

whispered about us and about this conference is "self-righteous",

and if that label sticks we are dead.

Let me twist the parable of the Pharisee and the publican

a little more in our direction:

Two men- -it could just as well be two women- -went up to
St. Louis to pray; one an evangelical, the other a con-
cerned observer. And the evangelical prayed a beautiful
prayer. "Lord, I thank thee for all you've done for me.
Thank you for saving me and for making me new. I thank
you that I am a tithing, praying, believing Presbyterian.
Thank you. Lord." And the observer, standing afar off,
would not lift up so much as his eyes to heaven, but
smote upon his breast, saying, "God be merciful to me a
sinner." And the Lord said, "I tell you this man, not
the other, went home renewed."

We all need renewal. We have all met Jesus Christ. We

say we know who He really is every time we stand and repeat the

Apostle's Creed: "I believe in God the Father, maker of heaven and

earth. And in his only Son. ." But to say we know him, without



acknowedging our many faults and failures will not bring renewal.

For no one has really met the real Christ without coming face to

face with the awful reality of personal sin. Like the woman at the

well. Jesus did not let his strong, unlimited love thin down into

sentimental, dishonest approval of human nature unrenewed.

I hear too many empty echoes of a kind of " Im OK; you're

OK" theology in mainline pulpits these days. It isn't true. It

isn't even Presbyterian. It's cheap grace, and listen to what John

Calvin, says flatly about that:

"Those who under pretext of grace indulge themselves.,
and seek not repentance, cannot flatter themselves
that they are God's people for .. repentance is necessary."
(Comm, on Jer. 24:7)

Jesus didn't say to the woman, "You're OK". He said.

"You're a sinner". Of course he was gentle about it. Our

evangelical weakness is being not gentle at all but almost

gleefully judgmental about it. Jesus was very gentle, but so

completely right that she could hardly believe him when he said, "I

know. The man you are now living with is not your husband."

So when Jesus came to Samaria he began with water, the well

water which never satisfies, and then the "living water" which

opened her eyes to who He was, and then the "waters of repentance",

which told her what she was,-- told her more about herself, in

fact, than she wanted to know, more than she wanted to admit until

she realized that if He knew what she was and she knew what she

ought to be, now she could find forgiveness. And a great burden

was lifted, and a great change came into her life, and she ran back

unashamed, with great joy, to tell the villagers who must have

shunned and whispered about her for years, to tell them all that

had happened

.

Then it was that the Samaritans, who hated Jews, called

this Jew "the Saviour of the world". "If you only knew. . .", Jesus

had said, back at the well. If you only knew who I am. Now they

called him "the Saviour of the world". It was not a title a

Samaritan would give lightly to a Jew, for Jews and Samaritans had

kept a prickly distance from each other for 700 years ever since

the Assyrians came down "like a wolf on the fold; his cohorts were



gleaming with silver and gold" . They destroyed and colonized the

northern kingdom, now Samaria; and when 200 years later the south,

Judah, had been carried off into exile by Babylon, and then were

returned to Jerusalem by the Persians, the northerners, the

Samaritans, did not take kindly to the return of the southerners,

the Jews.

So Jesus came to Samaria and stopped to talk to a woman

beside a well because he loved people, even Samaritans. Because

he loved the poor and the oppressed and the outcasts. And the

Samaritans who had been a despised, mistreated minority for as long

as they could remember, were touched and pleased.

They asked him to stay with them, and he did. He stayed

two days, somewhat to his disciples disgust, and then went on to

carry the good news of the gospel to his own people, the Jews,

which made his disciples a little happier. He went back to do

something about the problems in his own society, and probably made

the disciples uncomfortable all over again by preaching to Jews

about a good Samaritan, about Samaritans as neighbors, not as

enemies

.

That is one way of describing this Biblical incident,

and a good way. It reminds one of Gandhi and of Gandhi's mission

to the outcasts and the poor of a whole subcontinent. But I am not

comfortable with easy equations of Gandhi and Christ, and I can't

stop with that kind of interpretation of the passage. It is true,

but it is incomplete. Jesus and Gandhi were both good men, but

Gandhi was not the Saviour of the world.

Nevertheless, we must not allow our valid protests

against such a comparisons give the impression that love and

humility and compassion are no part of the Christian gospel. Jesus

did love the whole world, not just our respectable middle-class

part of it. He loved the Samaritans. He loves the poor and the

oucast . That is why the Samaritans called him the Saviour of the

world, the whole world. Any who forget the poor and the oppressed

have only half a world left. Anyone who cuts human compassion out

of the gospel has only half a gospel left.



On the other hand, it is possible, like Gandhi, to cut

out the other half of the gospel, the deeper half, which speaks of

more than humanity's few short years on this troubled earth, and

holds out hope of life everlasting to the whole world.

It was not so much the fact that Jesus, a Jew, was being

nice to a Samaritan that so startled and challenged the woman at

the well. To leave it there would miss the whole point of the

incident, as Jesus quickly made very clear. He said to her "If you

knew., who it is that is saying to you, 'Give me a drink,' you

would have asked him and he would have given you living water."

(Jn. 4:10)'. That's where the making of disciples, as distinct

from hearers only, begins in the life and work of Jesus. He turns

to his first followers and asks, "Who do you say that I am." He

says to the woman at the well, "If you only knew.."

That is where it all begins. Not with human need, not

even human love and compassion, but with the very nature of God who

is love, and who has revealed that love in all its fullness only in

Jesus Christ. As Professor John Leith of Union Seminary, Virginia,

said in his Warfield Lectures at Princeton recently, "If we have

lost Christ, everything else is secondary".

"If you only knew who I am. .", he said, and proceeded to

declare himself to the Samaritans, and to his own disciples there

by the well, as the living water
, and the bread of life, and the

Saviour of the world.

Have we as lost him as our saving, renewing, living

center as Presbyterians in our modern attraction to lesser models,

Gandhi, and the good Samaritan and the woman at the well? Perhaps

that is part of the reason for our all too evident decline in

members and mission and worldwide influence. We Presbyterians are

more comfortable giving water to the thirsty, like the woman at the

well, or binding up the wounds of the bleeding, like the good

Samaritan, or defending the rights of the oppressed, like Gandhi,

than pointing plainly to Jesus who did all that and more, but knew

better to think that was enough, and added, "If only you knew who

I am..." But that's evangelism, and we're Presbyterians. We

prefer to do good than to evangelize, and all too often we end up



doing neither. He is the water, and the bread, and the Saviour of

the world, and in our own wilderness wanderings in these dry and

thirsty years, what we need first is the water.

I . He is the water of life.

He is the water of refreshment and renewal. "He leadeth

me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul."

The Baptists and the Brethren are only partly right when they say

Presbyterians don't use enough water. Not enough of the "water

unto repentance" in in our personal lives, as John spoke of it

beside the river (Matt. 3:11), and, in our all too arrogant social

programs, not enough of the waters of humility, as when Jesus

washed the disciples' feet. But what we need most to begin with

are the waters of renewal. All else is secondary. "Unless one is

born of water and the Spirit, one cannot enter into the Kingdom of

God." We have become "wells without water". (2 Pet. 2:17)

He "told me all that I ever did, " said the woman, and

only then did her skeptical fellow villagers began to believe in

him. This is the dimension of the divine, of depth and mystery in

Christ which can no more be excised from the gospel than that other

dimension, breadth and compassion and social involvement.

Whenever the church has tried to do so in the commendable effort to

make Jesus our contemporary in a more commonplace world than the

Kingdom of God, the result has not been improved communication with

a rapidly secularizing world, but emasculation and sterility. It

is not the Unitarians who grow fastest in the world of the church

today; the growing edge of the Christian church is at the other end

of the the ecclesiastical spectrum, among those who proclaim with

great joy and without embarrassment good news far greater than that

a Jew came to Samaria.

The good news is that God came into the world 'in Christ,

reconciling the world to Himself" (2 Cor. 5:19) . Water in the well

is good news. The woman knew that, but Jesus had even better news.

There is a "living water". He said, a "spring of water welling up

to eternal life" (Jn. 4:10-14) . Bread for the world is good news.

To the physically starving it is the only good news they will

immediately understand. So Jesus fed the hungry. But to all who




